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With an opening sentence he is in the heart of his subject
and has riveted the attention. " Virtue is like precious
odours, most fragrant when they are crushed." " Men in
great place are thrice servants." " He that hath wife and
children, hath given hostages to fortune.35 "We take
cunning for a sinister or crooked wisdom." " As the births
of living creatures at first are ill-shapen: so are all innova-
tions, which are the births of time." " Suspicions amongst
thoughts are like bats among birds, they ever fly by twilight."
"Nature is often hidden, sometimes overcome, seldom
extinguished."
It is Astonishing what^a quarry they form for cliches and
quotations. Some of his bons mots might have been made
by the Wilde young men of a generation ago: no doubt they
were. " There be not two more fortunate properties, than
to have a little of the fool, and not too much of the honest."
" Wives are young men's mistresses; companions for middle-
age ; and old men's nurses." But whether they are wise or
cynical, his phrases are always apt, and represent the finest
economy in the use of words. For the most part the essays
are short. They take up a thought, develop it, illustrate it,
and clinch it either by some telling quotation (or mis-
quotation) or by some illuminating epigram. The first
ten, issued at a comparatively early age, read more like a
code for courtiers. They abound in sage advice, written
tersely, almost like notes. It was on finding them popular
that he took them in hand to prune and perfect them. In
their final form they give a reflection of the world as he saw
it, and provide a sure though incomplete insight into his own
life. What can be more significant than his warning against
love:cc By how much the more men ought to beware of this
passion, which loseth not only other things but itself." Or
this: " Fame is like a river, that beareth up things light and
swoln, and drowns things weighty and solid." Or this:
" The errors of young men are the ruin of business; but the
errors of aged men amount but to this, that more might have
been done or sooner/*
This, at least, will be admitted of the Essays, that^from
beginning to end, there is scarcely a sentence that is not
significant, hardly a superfluous word, rarely a ^dead one,
much that is pointed and wise, a great deal that is noble.